Evaluating the quality of the maternity services--a discussion paper.
A review of the use of computer collected audit data in assessing the quality of maternity services. All maternity units managed by the North West Thames Regional Health Authority. A system of audit must supply information that is both credible and of interest to clinicians managers and consumers. The information should be adjusted for differences in populations to allow valid comparisons between units. It needs to be presented in an easily digested form. One way of implementing audit would be to establish a regional group representative of clinicians, patients and managers who would initially interpret the data and make recommendations. A local group of similar composition would be asked to comment on and respond to these with a plan for the following year. Changes would be monitored by analysis of the routinely collected data. Medical audit in the maternity services requires new concepts if it is to influence the quality of clinical care and the use of resources available to provide that care. The appropriate balance needs to be found between the perspectives of clinicians, patients and managers. A major challenge is the collection of valid data. This has largely been overcome by the St Mary's maternity information system. The next stage is to devise a system of audit that is epidemiologically sound and is acceptable to those who will be asked to implement the lessons that emerge. Only then will it be possible to determine whether clinical practice and the use of resources can be altered to the benefit of patients.